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ABSTRACT . , 

This document is a working paper from Cyberstep, a 3 -year 

project during which five literacy service innovators are collaborating to 
identify practices for educating English-as-a-second-language learners and 
adults functioning at low literacy levels, extend the use of technology to 
facilitate learning, and provide practical tools for educators. The document 
begins with an introduction that includes background information about the 
project, the working paper, the project partners and products, and the 
learning venues for which the project products are being designed. The body 
of the working paper focuses on four sets of issues: learner issues (service 
populations targeted by Cyberstep, development of a descriptive framework to 
distinguish different kinds of learners, need for learning materials to 
provide multiple ways to access and work with information and learn in 
context) ; instructional issues (principles of adult learning, learning 
frameworks, distance learning, learning categories, learning management); 
development issues (importance of supporting the evolution of the traditional 
model of learning by persuasive reasons for change, benefits of using 
converging digital technologies for parallel development of multimedia 
products) ; and standards issues (templates and standardization, content 
standards, assessment standards, technology standards, interface standards, 
management system standards, template standards) . (MN) 
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Summary 



This working paper begins to define the 
theoretical and design standards underlying 
the development of Cyberstep’s ABE, 
literacy and ESL multimedia instructional 
materials for adults functioning at low 
literacy levels. 

This section summarizes the standards findings and policy issues 
articulated to date. 

Learning Venues 

• With rapid changes in the workplace and increasing complications in 
everyday life, the need for anytime, anyplace, and any pace adult 
basic instruction is ever more critical. 

• Cyberstep materials will be designed for use in multiple venues 
including school, home, workplace and community center. The ABE 
and ESL materials will be designed as stand-alone curricula as well 
as support for an organization’s existing curricula. 

• The materials may be used as part of self-paced, independent study 
or with mediated instruction. Materials will be designed to facilitate 
ongoing learning, allowing learners to pick up where they left off 
when moving from one venue to another. 

Learner Issues 

1. Learners targeted by Cyberstep fall within two broad service 
populations: English speakers with low levels of literacy and those 
with limited English speaking skills. 

2. Cyberstep researchers will develop a descriptive framework to 
provide practical useful ways to distinguish different kinds of 
learners. This will help guide learners to segments of both ESL and 
ABE learning materials, which are particularly relevant to their 
interests, needs, objectives, and learning style based on a profile they 
themselves generate. 

3. The Cyberstep learning materials will provide multiple ways to 
access and work with the information, focusing on contextual 
learning. 
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4. The instructional design will provide multiple methods to navigate 
within and between the learning materials. 

5. The designs will encourage learners to formulate, test, and refine 
explicit hypotheses. Critical thinking skills will be refined through 
activities and exercises where learners put forward “ideas” about 
topics and issues of interest, including how best to learn and practice 
new skills. Learners will practice testing ideas on their own (using 
checklists or simulations built into the materials) and in dialogue 
with other learners (on-line or in classrooms). 

6. Cyberstep materials will include elements designed to engage 
learners in self-reflection and to remind them that they constantly 
confront choices as to how to manage resources including their own 
time, energy, and personal support networks as they seek to build 
their skills. 

7. A standard set of learning style competencies will be identified and 
strategies and methods that promote developing these competencies 
will be woven into Cyberstep products. 

Instructional Issues 

1 . The SCANS framework is particularly appropriate for development 
of Cyberstep curriculum materials because the SCANS competency 
areas provide a practical but powerful “checklist” for developing 
materials that stimulate and sustain contextual learning. 

2. The Cyberstep ESL designs will focus on English-language skills 
development and anchoring curriculum to social contexts that are 
likely to be encountered by the targeted learners and where they can 
routinely practice and build proficiency. There will be an emphasis 
on promoting agility in coping with a broad range of communication 
contexts and in extending new English-language skills to 
increasingly challenging situations. 

3. Distance learning can augment traditional classroom education and 
provide educational access to remote learners who cannot attend 
traditional classes or who are not enrolled in educational institutions 
but can benefit from self-directed learning. 

4. Information technologies increasingly allow a rich interactive 
distance learning experience that can complement the interactions 
possible in a traditional classroom and, where used for self-directed 
learning, provide a structured sequence of learning activities and 
guidance to allow learners to progress on their own. 

5. Seat time based reimbursement hampers multi-modal ABE and ESL 
instruction. Cyberstep can incorporate learning management utilities 
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that facilitate accountability in use of these materials and tracking 
how learners may combine self-directed learning at home, in class, 
and in other venues such as the workplace. 

6. Cyberstep developers will design for three learning categories: 
formal (in class), self-directed and mediated distance learning. 
Design parameters will support all three from the beginning. 

7. Cyberstep materials will be designed to support active and persistent 
learning. 

Learning Management 

1 . Learning management involves understanding with learners where 
they are now, clarifying where they want to go, working with them 
over time to see what they’ve accomplished, and assisting them to 
determine where they want to go next. 

2. Learning management should be part of the learning process and not 
an awkward, distracting, add-on. Many learners fear testing and 
anything that smacks of it (like record keeping and management). 

3. Cyberstep learning management utilities will provide learners with a 
way to track their progress, for example, by reviewing a virtual 
portfolio of their work. 

Development Issues 

1 . The evolution in the traditional model of learning must be supported 
by persuasive reasons for change. The potential for increased time on 
task and increased flexibility of instructional technologies and 
learning contexts are the key reasons. 

2. Parallel development of multimedia products using converging 
digital technologies can greatly reduce the cost to create and 
distribute high quality products for low literacy learners. 

3. The convergence of presentation media and development tools into a 
single digital format permits far more cost-effective development 
and the ability to efficiently repurpose data for multiple products and 
formats. Once data (text, images, video, sound) are in digital format, 
they can be readily transferred to paper, tape, videotape, CD- 
ROM/DVD, or Internet based data and new formats envisioned for 
the foreseeable future. 

Standards Issues 

1. A central design principle is to create development templates based 
on standards for course content and assessment, user interfaces, 
technology tools, and the educational management system. 
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2. Curriculum cross-walks will indicate how specific competencies that 
are covered in Cyberstep learning materials relate to identified 
frameworks (e.g. SCANS, EFF). Skills development priorities will 
be identified with careful consideration to 21 s ' century information- 
handling demands as identified in relevant educational policy such as 
the National Education Goals. 

3. The products will cover print, video, CD-ROM, WWW and WebTV 
technologies. The advantages of DVD in relation to CD-ROM and 
the potential for other interactive TV options similar to WebTV will 
be evaluated. 

4. Products targeted to different learner groups and addressing different 
learning needs, will invariably require unique design considerations. 
But in order to facilitate mixing modules from various Cyberstep 
products and using standardized development templates, key design 
elements will be specified and will remain constant across products. 

Conclusion 

The Task 2 working paper will refine instructional and curriculum design 
issues as a logical extension of this paper. As a work in progress, it will 
be refined over time as circumstances require and permit. 
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About the Project 



The Cyberstep project is funded by the U.S. Department of Education, 
Office of Vocational and Adult Education, under the Adult Education 
Technology Board Agency Announcement competition. It is part of the 
Department’s effort to identify successful practices for educating adults 
functioning at low literacy levels, extend the use of technology to 
facilitate learning, and provide practical tools for educators. 

The three-year project is a collaboration of five literacy service 
innovators that will result in the development of a set of products 
targeted to Adult Basic Education and English as a Second Language 
learners. As part of the development process, the project will establish a 
set of product standards and production tools that will facilitate rapid and 
cost-effective creation of additional materials by educators without 
requiring high levels of technical expertise. 

The products and systems will facilitate anywhere, anytime and any pace 
learning. This is particularly important because the low-income adults 
who have the greatest need for ABE and ESL instruction are typically 
faced with a daily challenge just to keep roof over head and food on the 
table. They have little time or resources to expend on education or “life 
long learning.” Educational institutions that assist this group invariably 
face limited resources and must devise creative means for delivering 
instruction and facilitating learning. So Cyberstep products and systems 
will support multiple learning venues and strategies, including in-class 
and distance instruction, mediated and self-directed learning. 

The approach to product development follows an “assess, design and 
build” model based on contemporary adult learning theory, projections of 
technological trends, practical strategies for efficient multimedia product 
development, and “real world” user assessment and product testing. The 
development team is committed to the principle that Cyberstep products 
will be highly useful for learners, educators and administrators alike, 
today, and in the foreseeable future. 

The project includes continuing product assessment and evaluation. 
However, because of the high cost of multimedia product development, 
the first phases of the project emphasize a thorough grounding in adult 
learning theory and the establishment of educational principles and 
design standards prior to full initiation of product development. This 
initial work is far from academic in nature. It is a way for the 
collaborators to establish common approaches to product development 
based on specific standards, which will in turn facilitate additional new 
product development. 
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This “systems approach” to creating Cyberstep products and the building 
of tools for ongoing development is integral to the project as a whole. 
Although each of the project’s instructional products will have direct use 
by adult learners and adult education institutions, each is also intended as 
a proof of concept and testing bed for a set of learning principles and 
development procedures that will inform follow-on development. 

The project will proceed in the following phases: 

1 . Specification of a theoretical pedagogical approach to identifying 
and meeting adult learner needs among various subgroups within the 
low-literacy adult learner population. 

2. Identification of a set of standards to be used for product 
development that are based on the project’s adult learning theory and 
understandings of target learners’ needs and capacities. 

3. Creation of prototypes and final products based on user testing, 
feedback and evaluation. 

4. Distributions of products, publication of project documentation, 
provision of access to the project’s development tools, and initial 
developer training. 
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About this Document 



This document is a working paper primarily for project use - serving the 
purpose of focusing the efforts of the project partners on establishing a 
common theoretical basis for all subsequent development. It lays the 
groundwork for the specification of concrete product standards and 
development procedures that follows in the second phase. 

The document will be revised over time as our theories, initial products 
and procedures are tested and refined under real world conditions. It will 
be published on the project’s web site and will be available for download 
by interested parties. 

This document raises as many questions as it answers. This is intentional. 
The development of multimedia instructional materials for adults with 
low functional literacy and limited English skills - particularly materials 
that support distance learning - is a complex and rapidly evolving 
endeavor with a limited history, few guidelines, and no broadly agreed 
upon standards. 

Our product design and development process will rely on equal measures 
of planning, discovery and assessment. This document does not attempt 
to resolve long standing pedagogical debate about the most effective 
ways to teach ABE and ESL students, but it does engage the issues and 
begins the process of clarifying what approaches the Cyberstep 
developers will take and what learning strategies the products will 
support. 

Some technologies that support advanced interactive and streaming 
media components of the products have only been available for the past 
year. The significance of these technologies and their impact on the 
potential learning environment is not fully realized. This document 
begins the process of projecting technological innovations and specifying 
the project’s approach to technology, but it is an ever-changing snapshot 
that must be constantly updated. 

Reader comments are welcomed and will assist in further refinement of 
the paper. A comment form is available on the Cyberstep web site: 
h>h>h>. cyber step, org 
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Introduction: Overview 



Overview 

With rapid changes in the workplace and 
increasing complications in everyday life, 
the need for anytime, anyplace, and any 
pace adult basic instruction is ever more 
critical. 

The challenge to effectively use technology to provide affordable, high 
impact adult basic education and literacy instruction is of more than 
academic interest. It speaks to some of our nation’s most critical issues: 

• Stemming the increasing gap between the haves and have nots. 

• Increasing the opportunity for all Americans to be self-sufficient. 

• Improving literacy skills required to actively participate in the 
nation’s civic life and democratic processes. 

• Increasing family literacy and knowledge of positive social, 
psychological and physical health practices. 

Many adults, who are under the most pressure to improve their basic 
literacy skills to become self-sufficient, are those currently receiving 
public assistance. Ironically, the nation’s welfare reform initiative may 
have made this already challenging task even more difficult. 

Instead of the traditional “educate, train and place” model, welfare 
recipients are expected to get a job (“Any job is a good job.”) first and 
only afterwards obtain remediation and training. This reversal of the 
concept of “school-to-work” to “work-to-school” means that some form 
of distance education may be the principal manner by which people in 
this needy population can access educational services. Distance learning 
resources may play a critical role in social policy since even successful 
participation in a single basic skills course may not be enough. Ongoing 
economic shifts and new technologies will undoubtedly require recurring 
investments in skills building. 

Few low-income adults, particularly those needing adult literacy 
services, have the ability to sustain long-term attendance in sequential 
courses offered in traditional settings. Although there is a high demand 
for ABE, GED and ESL courses, many participants drop out without 
completing what is traditionally considered a full course of study. The 
emerging notion of lifelong learning assumes that these skills and 
abilities can be obtained on demand throughout a lifetime, as 
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circumstances require and permit. This requires rethinking in national 
policy and in the design of adult basic education and literacy instruction. 

As literacy skills become ever more necessary to obtain stable and 
personally rewarding jobs, the need for more diversified and accelerated 
ways of learning increases. Just as rapid changes in the nation’s economy 
and social policy cause many low-income individuals to fall further 
behind, our educational institutions are also hard pressed to keep up with 
rapid technological and social policy changes. 

Our schools are by nature and design slower to change than the overall 
society. If adult education is to remain relevant to the needs of 
individuals with low to moderate levels of literacy, it must change - 
perhaps fundamentally - not only in the method of delivering content, 
but in the nature of the content itself. 

Rapidly Changing Educational Contexts 

In addition to using advanced technology to bolster instruction in the 
classroom, schools must devise new ways to support learning in different 
venues including the workplace and home. Instruction must be presented 
in adult contexts that apply to specific learners’ interests. Learners must 
perceive that the knowledge and skills to be gained will directly affect 
the quality of their lives and warrant their efforts to overcome difficult 
challenges to pursuing an education. 

In order to accomplish this, educators must continue to expand the 
definition of what constitutes teaching and learning. In the twenty-first 
century school, the classroom extends beyond building walls to include 
diversified learning sites and instructional methodologies. The teaching 
role is less didactic and more a coaching function - one that coordinates 
multiple instructional sources including print, video and computer-based 
media, delivered over a world wide network of digital resource servers. 
Tutors, peers, supervisors, and other family members are consciously 
designed into the learning process. Active learning incorporates projects 
and working with groups of other learners to accomplish personal and 
community tasks. Individual assessment and “real time” feedback are an 
integral part of learning, helping to target instruction, trigger additional 
support and accelerate learning. 

All of these approaches to teaching and learning are being practiced to 
some extent in educational institutions across the country. However, in 
most cases, teachers and administrators are hampered from implementing 
new strategies because of the lack of appropriate instructional materials. 
To help fill this gap, Cyberstep will produce materials that support a 
diversified range of instructional strategies required to implement 
effective twenty-first century adult education programs. 
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Reflecting Contemporary Instructional Principles 

Cyberstep products will reflect contemporary instructional principles by 
supporting self-paced and mediated learning, offering a wide choice in 
content and learning modes, and by addressing real life concerns of adult 
learners. A contextual learning approach will be emphasized as essential 
for an effective learning program. 

The products will incorporate rich multimedia content that can be 
customized to meet unique learner interests and needs. Learners will 
have opportunities to test out their understanding of concepts and 
performance against real world criterion based on self-assessment, 
games, and collaborative work and learning environments. 

Multiple products will be developed for print, video, CD-ROM/DVD, 
and the Internet from the same source materials to provide a consistent, 
recognizable curricular resource that can be used in almost any setting - 
low-tech or high-tech. This will allow many of the materials to be used 
immediately by school districts with limited budgets and then seamlessly 
upgraded as they develop their technological infrastructures. 

By creating an Internet component for all of the products, course content 
will be readily available to anyone with access to a computer and the 
Internet. By incorporating WebTV 1 technology standards in the reference 
design for the web-based products, they will be accessible to those with 
limited incomes and negligible technical skills through the use of low 
cost television top Internet converter boxes. 

Development Objectives 

The project objectives are to: 

• Produce six sets of multimedia instructional materials of interest to 
adults functioning at low literacy levels . 2 

• Make it possible to access those materials from nontraditional 
settings including homes and workplaces. 

• Define a set of standards for creating low literacy adult multimedia 
learning modules. 

• Develop WWW and CD-ROM authoring tools to rapidly create 
learning materials for adults functioning at low literacy levels. 



1 WebTV (Web Television) is a low cost Internet access system that uses a device about the size of a VCR that attaches to a 
television and plugs into a phone line. Although it does not have the power of a computer, initial costs are significantly lower 
and the technology is easier to use for people who are more familiar with televisions and VCRs. 

2 Those who would score between 5 and 8 on a standardized test, or likely be level 2 on the NALS for ABE, and those who are 
high beginning English learners for ESL. 
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Partners 



The project is a collaboration of experienced 
adult education developers, analysts and 
educators. 

Each partner has principal responsibility for developing one or more 
products, but all partners share responsibility for adopting overall 
product standards including design and utilization of a consistent user 
interface, establishment of mechanisms to facilitate integration of 
materials, and compliance with management system standards. 

California State University Institute 

The California State University Institute (CSUI) is the lead organization, 
responsible for managing the contract with the Department of Education 
and coordinating the efforts of the other partnering organizations. 

CSUI administers multiple research and development projects and is the 
lead agency for the California Distance Learning Project (CDLP), one of 
the largest state supported new educational technology projects in the 
country. Many of Cyberstep's design and technology strategies stem from 
this project started in 1995 and continuing to at least the year 2000. 

Sacramento County Office of Education 

Sacramento County Office of Education (SCOE) is responsible for 
creating one set of products as well as development tools to be used by 
all of the partners. SCOE is the developer and operator of the Outreach 
and Technical Assistance Network (OTAN), the nation’s premier online 
resource for adult education materials. OTAN has led in the creation of a 
variety of online instructional resources, including a unique partnership 
with the Cable News Network (CNN) to create learning resources online 
using CNN news stories. 

Under the Cyberstep Project, SCOE will expand the use of CNN video 
resources to produce interactive CD-ROMs, a project Web site, and 
enhanced WebTV site to provide literacy instruction in the context of 
current events. 

Los Angeles Unified School District 

Los Angles Unified School District (LAUSD) has the largest enrollment 
of non- and limited-English speaking students in the country. Because of 
the lack of affordable, quality commercial products for ABE and ESL 
students, they are also one of the largest developers of instructional 
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course materials for teaching English-as-a-Second Language and adult 
basic education, including print, video and multimedia products. 

LAUSD will team with CSUI to produce a multimedia series of 20 
videotapes and related print, CD-ROM, WWW and enhance WebTV 
products targeted to high-beginner English language learners. The 
products are an outgrowth of LAUSD ESL video activities and the 
Latino Adult Education Services (LAES), a project of the CSUI. 

The materials may be used as a complete course or to supplement 
existing courses. Language content will be taught in the context of real 
life concerns and the interests of recent and long-term immigrants. The 
products will support development of higher order thinking and problem 
solving skills as described in SCANS competencies. They will meet 
English language competency standards established by the State of 
California and other states to facilitate use in the classroom. 

Adult Literacy Media Alliance 

Adult Literacy Media Alliance (ALMA), a project of the Education 
Development Center (EDC), is currently producing a 26 episode national 
television series for adults with low to moderate literacy levels. The 
curriculum takes a problem-solving, life skills approach to literacy 
challenges, and involves such activities as filling out applications, 
communicating with children’s schools, creating a budget, evaluating the 
claims of advertisers, and using a dictionary. ALMA will create a Web 
site and enhanced WebTV site based on the television series. Each of the 
products will include a variety of interactive lessons, tests and teacher 
resources that expand on the video content. 

Aguirre International 

Aguirre International (AI), a multi-disciplinary research and management 
consulting firm with extensive experience in adult education research 
and minority populations will provide formative evaluation support to 
Cyberstep. In addition to its work with product designers in testing early 
prototypes of Cyberstep materials, Aguirre International will be actively 
involved in developing the conceptual framework for learner assessment 
and learning management. A special focus of this research will be the 
unique demands and opportunities involved in fostering self-directed 
lifelong learning and in developing “versatile instructional resources” 
which can be used in a broad range of learning venues. 

WebTV Networks Inc. 

WebTV Networks, Inc., a wholly owned subsidiary of Microsoft, Inc., 
has committed to being a full partner in our project. WebTV is a mix of 
software and hardware that turns the Web into a medium for low-cost 
mass entertainment and, potentially, highly interactive distance learning. 




16 



8 



Introduction: Partners 



The WebTV system consists of a set-top device about the size of a cable- 
TV box that plugs into a phone line and a TV or VCR. Output from the 
box goes directly to the TV screen and the quality of text and images is 
superior to standard broadcast television. The recently released WebTV 
Plus offers increased interaction, plus a 1 .08 GB hard drive that allows 
for storage and playback of full frame, full speed video downloaded over 
the Internet. Embedded links in these videos and traditional videotapes 
allow for simultaneous viewing of video source material and connection 
to a related site on the Internet. WebTV Networks will donate a 
computer server and software to manage content and will provide 
software and hardware engineering assistance. All of the video and Web- 
based products developed by the partnering organizations will support 
WebTV interactivity. 3 



3 Over 1 million WebTV boxes have been sold and a number of school districts are distributing WebTV boxes to students. 
WebTV enabled products now have an immensely expanded market. The latest version of the Windows operating system 
(Windows 98) incorporates WebTV for Windows, which allows PCs with video inputs to use the programming created for 
WebTV. 
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Products 

Cyberstep products include tools for 
learners, teachers and product developers. 

The project’s eight core products are: 

1. CD-ROM and World Wide Web Authoring Tools 

Two sets of software authoring tools will be developed to aid 
nonprogrammers in developing multimedia learning materials. One set 
will be for the World Wide Web (WWW) including WebTV. The other 
set will be for CD-ROM and DVD 4 development. The initial purpose of 
these tools will be to facilitate creation of Cyberstep products. 

Ultimately, the tools will be made available to the educational 
community to assist other educators and developers to create cost- 
effective multimedia educational materials that meet consistent standards 
for content and usability. The Sacramento County Office of Education 
will have primary responsibility for development of the authoring tools, 
but all project partners will participate in this design and testing. 

2. CNN Literacy Resources on the WWW 

The California Distance Learning Project, a project of the California 
State University Institute, and the Sacramento County Office of 
Education, have partnered with CNN San Francisco to make topical 
news items available for adult literacy classroom use over the Internet. 
OTAN has rewritten a wide variety of news stories so that they can be 
read, heard or viewed (via the use of “streaming media” technology). 
These resources will be expanded and enhanced under this project. 

3. CNN Literacy Resources CD-ROM 

WWW based CNN learning resources will be organized into more 
formal course content and published on a CD-ROM for classroom and 
home use. This will allow faster access to audio and enriched and 
expanded video components as well as the incorporation of an auditory 
feedback component for language and vocabulary practice. The CD- 
ROM will also incorporate links to the web site to provide hybrid 
multimedia learning resources. 



4 CD-ROM technology is under transition to DVD (Digital Versatile Disk) format. DVDs are the same size as CD-ROMs but 
hold substantially more data and are optimized for video presentation. This is advantageous for presenting material from 
videotapes but it is not clear how rapidly the technology will become standard on computers and in home use. It is likely 
though, that within the project’s three year development period, DVD will become a cost-effective platform for presenting 
interactive ABE and ESL video and exercises. 
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4. ALMA Enhanced Web Site for ABE Learners 

The Adult Literacy Media Alliance has completed 13 half-hour 
television programs with ancillary print materials that are currently being 
broadcast and distributed in different parts of the country. They are now 
developing another 13 programs. The curriculum stems from three years 
of extensive national research into what adults at the pre-GED level 
want and need. ALMA will create an enhanced Web site to enrich the 
learning opportunities. The Web site will leverage the considerable 
investment already made in research and content creation by building on 
the gallery of characters and situations developed for the TV series. 

5. Video Series for Beginning ESL Learners 

The Los Angeles Unified School District, with design support from the 
California State University Institute, will produce a 20 part series of 
videos and related print materials for the beginning ESL learner. The 
product will be keyed to California and other ESL competency standards 
and reinforce SCANS competencies and foundation skills as applied to 
real life situations and concerns. 

6. Beginning ESL CD-ROM/DVD 

Video, audio, and the ancillary print materials from the 20 part ESL 
video series will be used to create interactive CD-ROMs for the 
beginning ESL learner. These CD-ROMS will support multiple language 
tracks to assist the beginning ESL learner to comprehend course content 
and will include interactive exercises and assessments as well as oral 
feedback to assist learners to practice new skills. 

7. Beginning ESL Web Site 

The ESL CD-ROM instructional modules will be repurposed for delivery 
on the WWW. Video and audio segments will be reduced so they can 
“stream” (send digital video directly to the screen rather than requiring 
that it be first downloaded). Among the more exciting features will be 
the ability to interact with other learners in real time and asynchronously. 
If technology permits, video conferencing capabilities will be added. 
SCOE is a reflector site for Internet teleconferencing and is evaluating 
how this technology can support distance learning. 

8. WebTV Enhanced Web Sites 

The WWW products will be designed and tested for use in home learning 
via WebTV. The CNN Learning Resources, the Adult Literacy Learning 
Materials, and the Beginning ESL Learning Materials will be pilot tested 
for WebTV use. The recently released WebTV Plus receiver expands TV 
viewing choice and control while providing TV and Web content 
integration. 
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Learning Venues 



Cyberstep’s multimedia learning tools will 
expand experimentation and early adoption 
of multimedia models for low literacy adult 
instruction. 

These instructional technologies will empower learners and help them 
assume responsibility for their own learning. They will require active 
engagement through interaction with the learning technologies. They will 
be designed with feedback and query features to monitor progress. And 
they will enable the learner to have increased control over the learning 
environment. They will also empower teachers to assume a variety of 
instructional and support roles both in the classroom and as guides in a 
distance learning program. The following table illustrates the wide 
variety of potential learning venues supported by Cyberstep products. 



Proposed 

Product 

Learning 

Venues 


20 Part 
ESL 
Video 
Series 
and Print 
Materials 


ESL CD- 
ROM 


ESL 

WWW 

Materials 


CNN 
Literacy 
Learning 
Resources 
on the 
WWW 


CNN 
Literacy 
Learning 
Resources 
on CD- 
ROM 


Enhanced 
ABE 
Learning 
Resources 
on the 
WWW 


WebTV 

Pilot 

Tests 


Classroom 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


Classroom 

Supplement 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


Learning 

Center 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


Community 

Center 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


Literacy 

Center 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


Volunteer 

Program 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


Home 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


Worksite 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


yes 


Cable TV or 
ITFS delivery 


yes 
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Vignette 

California Healthy Families: Literacy needs 
in the context of health care reform. 

Typical of the real-life literacy needs of contemporary adult learners is 
the need for many educationally disadvantaged families, mostly headed 
by single women, to apply for coverage under the new health care reform 
innovation - California Healthy Families - a program designed in part to 
provide low-cost health insurance to working poor families. 

To succeed in this endeavor, Janine Edwards, an Oakland mother of 
three children, working as a home health care aide, must read a 28-page 
booklet designed to help her fill out the program application form. To 
deal with this pamphlet, Janine must sort through an avalanche of 
information provided her (formatted with various boxes, arrows, and 
decorative stars in the margins). 

She must estimate her income using an economist’s algorithm (2.17 x 
biweekly pay = monthly pay) designed to convert bi-weekly, or monthly, 
or annual earnings records into a standardized format. She must carefully 
read definitions of who to include and who not to include in her 
household and she must determine whether she should pay attention to 
an enclosed booklet from another program, the Childhood Disabilities 
Program. 

Realistically, Janine must learn to approach this task as a challenge 
requiring her to use teamwork skills to acquire knowledgeable help in 
understanding the application (collaborative literacy). She seeks help 
with the form from her neighbor, Narcisa Fuentes. In exchange, she helps 
Narci to decide about the relative risks of seeking Medi-Cal which would 
provide her with free health coverage, but expose her to potential 
disqualification when she applies for citizenship. 
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Target Learner Description 

The learners targeted by Cyberstep fall 
within two broad adult education service 
populations: English speakers with low 
levels of literacy and those with limited 
English speaking skills. 

In the context of the 21 st century information society, “literacy” 
encompasses a wide spectrum of information-handling competencies. 
“English-language proficiency” refers to a myriad of communication 
activities. 

Cyberstep product standards are intended to ensure that the educational 
materials are relevant to a wide range of adult learner interests and needs. 
We recognize that no single dimension of “competency” or “educational 
disadvantage” reliably describes an adult learner’s actual skills 
development needs. One of our challenges is to devise a method to 
describe target learners in ways that go beyond traditional socio- 
economic or educational taxonomies and more effectively inform content 
developers to help ensure the relevancy of our products. 

The target population for Cyberstep will indeed consist largely of 
persons with less than 12 years of schooling, people who speak little 
English, those who are low-income, and mothers who seek to transition 
from welfare to work. 

But these categories are limited and do little to describe the individual 
interests, predicaments, hopes, idiosyncrasies, and constraints of our 
target learners. In addition to assisting learners to get a better job or get 
off welfare, Cyberstep products will support learners who want to foster 
their children’s education, improve their ability to participate in their 
community, and simply have a more full life. 

Toward a Functional Learner Taxonomy 

Consequently, Cyberstep standards stress the importance of recognizing 
and responding to each individual’s unique “profile” of personal skills : 
intellectual, cultural, and social resources : development goals : past 
learning experience (both in the classroom and life situations); current 
learning strategies: and constraints on learning or skills-building. 

This analytic and descriptive framework for describing, understanding 
and responding to adult learners in curriculum development, represents a 
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break from traditional learner taxonomies. We de-emphasize 
socioeconomic and demographic categories as a basis for describing the 
targeted populations and give greater emphasis to what may be called a 
“functional taxonomy” of adult learners. 

Educational attainment is an inadequate indicator of learning needs. 
Cyberstep rejects reliance on gross measures of educational attainment 
(i.e. years of schooling, highest grade attained) as a valid descriptor of 
learner ability or “learning needs.” 

Data from the National Adult Literacy Survey indicate a significant 
variance in both the competency levels and profiles of persons with the 
same level of educational attainment . 5 This consideration is particularly 
relevant in designing materials for populations that may include both 
immigrants and native-born learners - since U.S. schooling tends to 
stress some kinds of skills development (e.g. reading charts and highly 
formatted text ) more than schools in other countries . 6 

This indicates a fairly weak relationship between both “official” 
education and contemporary classroom assessments of “literacy level” as 
a valid indicator of actual ability to deal with written materials or to 
respond successfully to a range of other functional life skills demands in 
the information society . 7 

Discussions with students in programs designed to serve “non-literate 
limited-English” learners (together with classroom observations) indicate 
that such learner populations mix together persons with very different 
levels of schooling and actual literacy skills. This may actually be 
fortunate since it makes it natural for more accomplished students to help 
others - an activity that helps not only those learning from peers but, 
also, the peer tutors or coaches. 

Cyberstep will provide descriptions of learners that acknowledge and 
make use of learners’ personal resources and abilities while, at the same 
time, frankly confronting the real-world threats and challenges target 
learners face as a result of their limited education, financial instability, or 
limited English-language ability. 

Life situation, more than demographics or pure literacy competencies, 
define adult learning needs, style, and an adult learner’s overall “profile.” 



5 Kirsch et al., “Adult Literacy in America,” ETS, 1993. In their discussion of interpretation of results, the authors stress (p. 13) 
variability within groups. 

6 For example, an analysis of the Mexican Institute Nacional de Educacion Para Adultos curriculum material in relation to U.S. 
adult education competencies (Kissam, 1992) showed much less emphasis on quantitative and document literacy and more 
emphasis on prose literacy than in the U.S. 

7 Field notes - Anna Garcia, Ed Kissam, Jo Ann Intili - Los Angeles, Fresno, Richmond site visits of the “What Works in ESL 
Study,” 1997. 
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Workers at the corner auto body shop often learn from their co-workers 
how to read the manuals for the tools they use; young adults who have 
decided “to get their act together” may eagerly engage in a program of 
self-directed learning, while an older, less self-confident homemaker 
wanting to learn English may seek structured guidance and support from 
peers. Understanding what these differences mean for effective learning 
is more important for designing Cyberstep products that are responsive 
and user-friendly than are traditional measures of literacy level or 
English-language ability that focus primarily on “placing” a learner in a 
group of learners at a similar “level” of knowledge. 

Profiling Students 

In order to accomplish this, Cyberstep’s framework for describing 
learners, their inventory of skills, and the expected outcomes from 
working with Cyberstep products will profile students in several distinct 
dimensions, which will include at least: 

• A subjective description of who the learner is based on self- 
assessment - what they are like and what they believe they want to 
achieve in developing their literacy and communications skills. This 
might include various kinds of English for special purposes - e.g. to 
move into a supervisory job or to communicate better with one’s 
children. It might also include specific literacy objectives - e.g. to be 
able to read manuals for work, to be able to read the newspaper, to 
write a letter complaining about an adverse decision about program 
eligibility. This will be useful as a basis for creating greater 
responsiveness in materials and guiding a learner along pathways 
that make sense for them or that seem to “feel right.” 

• A description of the learner’s relative strengths in different skills 
clusters using a skills matrix that relates both to the SCANS and the 
EFF frameworks for identifying skills areas. The learners’ level of 
functioning will be measured both in terms of self-assessed 
functional competency (how well they can cope with the immediate 
challenges they face in their lives) and in a portfolio of demonstrated 
competencies (things they have done). This will be useful as 
feedback for learners to know how much more they may need to 
work in one area or another, to assess how likely they are to succeed 
in achieving a defined objective, or to decide whether to build further 
on strong foundations in one area or to move over to remedy 
weaknesses in an area where they still have difficulty. 

• A description of what a learner can do with broadly-defined skills 
clusters to function in different social contexts or domains (e.g. 
problem-solving in sorting out the key ideas in a text with distractors 
such as an advertisement) in writing a letter to a child’s teacher, in 
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preparing an outline and workplan for a construction crew. This has 
particular potential for assisting self-directed learners and for 
building self-confidence by indicating how some existing areas of 
experience and competency can be extended into new and potentially 
frightening domains (e.g. as in commonplace career counseling with 
homemakers re-entering the labor force who need to understand how 
their child-rearing experience can be translated into the workplace). 

Use of such a descriptive framework is useful in designing curriculum 
materials that offer learners various alternative pathways for exploration 
and learning experience. Design of print materials (which are basically 
linear) can make do with one-dimensional measures of where a learner is 
at since the only feasible decision is to provide the learner with one 
ready-made package of materials. In contrast, CD-ROM-based and Web- 
based learning systems allow greater recognition of individual learners as 
multi-dimensional and groups of learners as highly diverse. Thus, 
Cyberstep’s framework for designing materials to respond to the needs of 
different sorts of ESL learners will describe students in terms such as 
length of exposure to English, prior experience in school, types of 
learning goals, opportunities for practicing English, self-confidence in 
different skills areas, as well as traditional language skills categories of 
listening, speaking, reading and writing. 

The framework for describing who learners are, the clusters of skills they 
have and the domains and areas where they need to function or function 
better will also provide useful guidance to designers by serving as a 
checklist for elements to include in Cyberstep products. 

Common Learner Profiles 

There are many ways to categorize learners in terms of their situations, 
interests, desires, challenges and capabilities. The following are only a 
few examples that illustrate a wide variety of ways to look at the target 
learner population. In practice, Cyberstep will identify learner interests 
and refine learner profiles through focus groups and learner feedback. 
This effort will provide product designers useful guidance in generating 
ideas about product content that meet significant sub-group needs and 
desires. This is important because in self-directed learning systems, 
satisfied and enthusiastic “customers” will spend more time and effort in 
developing their skills than ones who are simply going through the paces. 

This approach will build on “audience segmentation” research like the 
VALS (Values and American Life) taxonomy developed by SRI, and a 
variety of similar taxonomies used in market research where variables 
used to profile and describe learners are tied directly to their life 
activities, problems, areas of curiosity, priorities, personal disposition, 
living situation, worries, hopes, aspirations, system demands, etc. This 
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framework will distinguish, for example, between the needs of 
“jackrabbit” learners who want to move rapidly but perhaps carelessly 
through a series of learning tasks and “nervous” learners who want 
reassurance and frequent feedback. Examples of common learner 
profiles: 

• At risk workers with limited time, such as the working poor who 
can’t take the time to go sit in a seat but who want “to get ahead,” 
also mothers with young children. 

• Negative school experience learners who hated school for one of a 
host of reasons; they may or may not be unemployed. 

• Remedial education learners who are enrolled in JTPA training or 
community college, but who have very serious literacy or English 
deficits. 

• Long-term, low-skill immigrants who have been exposed to 
English a lot but have less than 8 years of schooling and want to 
learn English to get a better job, help their children or participate in 
community life. 

• Recent well-educated immigrants who speak no English and know 
almost nothing about U.S. culture and legal system but who do have 
good foundation learning skills. 

• Casual exploratory learners - both LEP and US-bom learners - 
who are not very motivated but who become involved in using the 
materials by some program or another. 

• Young immigrants, desiring accelerated learning but are held 
back by their lack of English. They are bright and eager to learn in 
order to get better jobs or go to college. 

Incorporating Standard Descriptions for ESL Learners 

In addition to identifying new ways to look at target learners, Cyberstep 
will also use standard categories when needed to clarify the appropriate 
use of products in traditional educational settings. Identifying commonly 
understood competency levels for ESL products is critical if the products 
are to be of use in most schools. The products must speak to clearly 
understood ESL levels as defined in state frameworks if they are to have 
wide acceptance in the classroom. 
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